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the Protestant Episcopal Church was by law the " esta-
blished " one, and the Irish were compelled to pay tithes
for its support. Gladstone's own devotion to the Church
of England made him feel specially strongly on the religious
question. He believed that a church which represented
only a tiny fraction (one-tenth) of the population, ought not ,
to be in this privileged position. In 1869, therefore, he
brought in his Bill for the Disestablishment of the Irish
Protestant Church. This meant that the Episcopal Church
in Ireland was put on an equality with other churches there,
that tithes were not to be paid it, and that part of its great
wealth was given to other objects, chiefly the relief of the
poor.
The Land Question next engaged Gladstone's attention.
The poverty of Ireland shocked all fair-minded men. The The
Irish had few manufactures, the people were too poor to be
able to develop their land, the Irish system of inheritance
meant that a peasant holding was divided and subdivided
amongst a family until each part was too small to support
anyone. The great landowners were often absentees living
in England, and their agents' chief object was to squeeze
rent from the peasants. In Ireland the tenant had to be
responsible for repairs to buildings and for gates, but he got
no compensation for his expenditure on these items. In
England the landlord was responsible. Nor had he any
security of tenure. He was a " tenant-at-will"; that is to
say, the landlord could turn him out at any time, or, if he
chose, raise his rent. Thus a decent peasant who improved
his farm could, and often did, find the result was that his
rent was put up, and if he could not pay he was evicted and
the farm, on which he had worked, was let to anybody who
could pay more.1 Gladstone saw clearly that the miserable
condition of the agricultural population must be remedied,
and his first Land Acty 1870, was an effort to rectify this state
1 Maria Edgeworth's novels The Absentee, etc., show the evils of this system
at work*